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Incorporating Office Ergonomics 
into the Workplace 

Have you ever wondered why you feel exhausted at the end of the workday? After all, you are just sitting at the desk, 
working on the computer. Sitting most of the day is considered a static posture (little to no movement) and can wear 
down your body and contribute to muscle fatigue. Incorporating ergonomics into your work day can greatly improve 
your overall wellness at work and also at home.  

What is Ergonomics? Ergonomics can be described as taking the physical capabilities and limitations of the human 
body and comparing it to employee work tasks, the tools used, and the job environment. Basically, it is adjusting the 
work to the employee instead of forcing the person to adapt to the physical constraints of the job.  

Ergonomics can help prevent discomfort or pain at work, thus improving employee health and reducing worker 
compensation costs. By adjusting a workstation, employees can reduce or eliminate risk factors of Musculoskeletal 
Disorders (MSDs). MSDs are considered an illness that occurs over a period of time – weeks, months, or years – as 
opposed to an injury, which is immediate (i.e. tripping over a cord and sustaining a broken wrist). Risk factors are the 
elements of workstation design or employee action that can result in a MSD. Risk factors include: 

Force – the amount of physical effort needed to perform a task (i.e. typing with excessive force).  
Repetition – same tasks or motions are performed over and over again with little or no variation (i.e. continual 
use of the keyboard or mouse).  
Static Posture – same body posture held for long periods of time (i.e. spending several hours in your chair 
without standing up).  
Awkward Posture – the body is placed out of its natural “at rest” position (i.e. placing the mouse on a different 
surface than the keyboard).  
Contact Stress (compression) – repeated or continuous contact between soft body tissue and a hard or sharp 
object (i.e. resting the wrist on the edge of the desk when typing on a keyboard).  

Proper workstation set up may be the single easiest way to prevent injuries. Take the time to assess your office or 
workstation. Do not just accept the workstation “as is” simply because it was set up that way when you started working 
at the job. It is YOUR workspace… adjust it to fit YOU. What can be easily adjusted (i.e. height of a computer 
monitor) and what are the obvious limitations (i.e. non-adjustable desk height)? Ensure good lumbar support by 
adjusting the chair backrest to fit your body and help keep the natural ‘S’ curve in your spine. Remove unnecessary 
items (i.e. remove stand to lower monitor) from your workstation to make it more comfortable. Obtain equipment to 
improve the design and layout of the workstation.  
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Good ergonomics incorporates a task, tool, or employee work habit that minimizes repetitive motion, places frequently 
used items within easy reach, and avoids bending of the wrists. This extends beyond the office into other work 
environments, such as laboratories, shops, kitchens, and custodial services. Activities outside of work should also be 
taken into consideration, including household chores and projects, traveling, and hobbies that include repetitive 
movements.  

Numbness, pain, and other symptoms mean you are forcing your body to do something it was not designed to do. Do 
not ignore the symptoms of ergonomic injuries. Utilize these UNL resources to ensure proper workstation set-up.  

Environmental Health and Safety (workstation assessments and training)  
Shannon Poppe (472-0610)  
http://ehs.unl.edu/ergonomics/  

The Accommodation Resource Center (ARC) (trial-use products such as keyboards and chairs)  
Karen Ketelhut (472-5852)  

Inventory Department (used furniture and equipment)  
Open House (for UNL employees) on Wednesdays from 8:30 a.m. to 2:30 p.m. (unless posted otherwise) 
http://inventory.unl.edu/  

Since the human body is not built to sit in a chair all day, remember to take micro-breaks throughout your day. A 
micro-break can include simply standing up and stretching, walking down the hall to get a fresh cup of coffee, or 
standing up when someone stops by your office. Allow your eyes to rest by occasionally looking away from the 
computer screen. Give your hands a rest by taking them off the keyboard / mouse, shake them out, and stretch out your 
fingers.  

Remember, an ergonomics illness occurs over a period of time. The changes you incorporate to your workstation and 
work habits today will benefit your health and wellness for years to come.  
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Proper Lifting Techniques 

Your back is your body’s main support. Along with your muscles and joints it allows you to move and carry things. It 
is important to keep your back aligned in three balanced curves (maintaining the ‘S’ curve in your spine). Your back is 
aligned correctly when your ears, shoulders, and hips are in a straight line. 

Preventing back injuries is a major workplace safety challenge. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, more than 
one million workers suffer back injuries each year, and back injuries account for one of every five workplace injuries or 
illnesses. One wrong move or repeated stress on weakened back muscles can result in a back injury, which can severely 
limit your ability to work and enjoy life at home. 

Common causes of back injuries include: 

Accidents – slip, trips, and falls.  
Overdoing it – not asking for assistance in lifting heavy or bulky items.  
Sedentary lifestyle.  
Stress.  
Posture.  
Improper Lifting.  

You are more likely to experience a back injury if you are in poor physical condition, are overweight, have poor 
posture, or if you overexert yourself. Chronic back pain may result from poor posture, improper lifting, repetitive 
lifting, or a combination of these risk factors.  

Many on-the-job back injuries occur to the lumbar region (lower back). Back injuries are not limited to just an 
industrial setting; office, laboratory, custodial, and kitchen workers must incorporate proper lifting techniques into their 
daily tasks as well.  

The following techniques will lower the risk of back injury due to lifting: 
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Size up the load. Test it to see if you can lift it safely. Make sure the load is balanced in 
your hands.  
Get as close to the load as possible before lifting it.  
Make sure your footing is secure. Do not lift objects that obscure vision and footing.  
Do not twist while lifting. Move your feet to point in the direction of the lift when 
turning.  
Lift smoothly, but not slowly. Do not jerk the load.  
Organize the work to avoid lifting from the floor or above shoulder level. Items to be 
handled should be between knee and shoulder height.  
Keep the load as close to your body as possible. Obtain help to lift large loads or use 
mechanical assistance (i.e., hand trucks, carts, etc.).  
Implement job or task rotation to allow recovery time.  



When carrying the load, be sure to keep it at waist height, take small steps, and move toward your destination (do not 
twist at the waist). When setting down the load, lower it slowly with bent knees, placing it on the edge of the surface 
and sliding it back.  

When physically carrying an item, let your legs, not your back, do the work. For awkward or heavy loads, obtain 
assistance to minimize strain and maximize safety. Whenever possible, minimize or eliminate manual lifting by 
incorporating material handling assistance, such as dollies, hand trucks, and carts. Using these proper lifting techniques 
will make the lift easier and help avoid back pain and injury.  

For more information on back safety and proper lifting techniques, contact Shannon Poppe at 472-0610 or 
spoppe2@unl.edu. 
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UNL Construction Sites and 
Storm Water Compliance 

The Clean Water Act and related federal, state, and local regulations and ordinances are intended to protect the quality 
of surface waters (e.g., lakes, streams, rivers, etc.) by regulating certain potential pollutant-generating activities, such as 
construction. Storm water flowing across sites where the land has been disturbed by clearing, grading, and excavating 
can transport sediments to nearby surface waters through natural (i.e., depressions, slopes, swales) or manmade (i.e., 
storm sewers, ditches, canals, etc.) conveyances. 

Storm water can pickup pollutants from other construction-related activities as well, such as stockpiles, borrow areas, 
equipment washing areas, fueling operations, trash/waste receptacles, portable toilets, etc., While these types of 
activities can lend to sediment loading, they may also introduce other pollutants such as dissolved fuels, oils, greases, 
chemical contaminants, etc. 

In addition to the University of Nebraska-Lincoln (UNL) architectural and construction guidelines, there are primarily 
two regulatory drivers relating to storm water pollution prevention at construction sites:  

UNL's Small Municipal Separate Storm Sewer System (SMS4) NPDES Permit (NE0133892) covers all activities 
at UNL that may contribute to storm water pollution. UNL is required to implement a specific Storm Water 
Management Plan (SWMP). This program includes prevention measures at all construction sites to minimize 
storm water pollution.  
In addition , any construction site that disturbs an area of one acre or more must be covered by a “General 
NPDES Permit Authorizing Storm Water Discharges from Construction Sites to Waters of the State of 
Nebraska” (General NPDES Permit Number NER100000). Sites one acre or greater in an area must obtain these 
permits and implement Storm Water Pollution Prevention Plans (SWPPP).  

Storm Water Pollution Prevention Plans (SWPPPs)  

The Lower Platte South Natural Resources District (LPSNRD) provides guidance on storm water pollution plans for 
construction sites along with types of best management practices (BMPs) or controls that should be included in site-
specific SWPPPs at http://www.lpsnrd.org/docs/Stormwater/stormwater.htm. Additional guidance can be found in 
EPA’s guidance document, Developing Your Stormwater Pollution Prevention Plan: A Guide for Construction Sites, 
available at http://www.epa.gov/npdes/pubs/sw_swppp_guide.pdf. In general, SWPPPs and BMPs at any given 
construction location should address the following topics and should be specific to the site:  

Management/staging of general refuse, construction/demolition wastes, hazardous wastes, and special wastes.  
Sanitary and septic wastes generated at the site.  
Fueling of construction vehicles and equipment.  
Stabilization of site entrances/exits.  
Stabilization/protection of slopes and stockpiles.  
Sediment control (i.e., silt fences, sediment traps/basins, diversion ditches/berms, etc.).  
Storm sewer inlet protection.  
Site dewatering.  

Safety Is An Attitude 

University of Nebraska-Lincoln Environmental Health and Safety Summer 2007



SWPPPs are dynamic and should be modified as needed to accurately reflect changes to site characteristics throughout 
the life cycle of the construction activity. As needed, add, delete, or modify the BMPs identified in the original plan. 

The entire UNL campus community is encouraged to report any observed construction site conditions to EHS that may 
contribute to storm water pollution. The most commonly occurring problem involves tracking of mud or sediment from 
a construction site onto streets. This sediment can make its way into the storm sewers, or in dry conditions, can be 
transported off-site as airborne dust. For further information, review the EHS SOP, Erosion, Sediment, and Dust 
Control During Land-Disturbing Activities available at http://ehs.unl.edu/sop/s-fugitive_dust_control.pdf.  
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News Briefs 

EHS Laboratory Safety Initiative 

Environmental Health and Safety, in collaboration with the Office of Research, sponsors a Laboratory Safety Initiative 
colloquium during the fall and spring semesters. These colloquia are offered in recognition of the commitment by UNL 
faculty and staff to provide a safe and healthy teaching and research environment. 

The February 2007 colloquium, presented by Scott Ward, Labconco Corporation, was “Exposure Control—
Ventilated Hoods, Cabinets, & More.” Mr. Ward drew upon his vast experience in this area to share stories of 
improper usage, and the resulting problems, to illustrate the safety points being made. 

Information was provided on how to ensure proper fume hood air flow by using warm water and dry ice. In addition to 
following proper procedures, employees were instructed to refrain from putting too many items in the hood or 
obstructing the back or sides, which prevents adequate air flow. Employees should also check the gauges on the hood 
and use the warm water/dry ice test regularly to view air flow. 

Mr. Ward concluded his presentation with a short video illustrating many of the points made. This ‘Fume Hood Basics’
video, along with the presentation and handouts, can be accessed on the following websites: 

Environmental Health and Safety: http://ehs.unl.edu/training/#colloquium  
Office of Research: http://www.unl.edu/research/lsi_9-06.shtml 

The tentative topic for the September 2007 Colloquium is Chemical Safety, with five sessions offered over two days to 
facilitate convenience in scheduling attendance. 

--------------------------------------  

CUSC Safety Fair – October 23, 2007  

Save the Date! The Chancellor’s University Safety Committee (CUSC) is sponsoring an Employee Safety Fair on 
Tuesday, October 23, 2007 in the City Union Centennial Ballroom. A variety of vendors and manufacturing 
representatives will display products and training will be available on a number of different topics throughout the day. 
Further information on this event will be included in the next newsletter. 

--------------------------------------  

EHS To Conduct Illicit Discharge Monitoring  

The University's new small municipal storm sewer system permit requires UNL to attempt to detect if there are any 
illicit discharges on UNL's City and East campuses, and to address causes of any that may be found. Illicit discharges 
are defined as measurable flow containing pathogens or pollutants in a storm drain during dry weather. EHS will begin 
dry weather inspections of campus storm drains and outfalls in 2007, and will be developing a new Safe Operating 
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Procedure to address illicit discharges. If you are aware of any potential illicit discharges, please contact EHS by phone 
at 472-5708 or 472-4925; by email at ehs@unl.edu, aduncan2@unl.edu, or bosthus1@unl.edu; by fax at 472-9650; or 
by campus mail at AgW1, EC 0824. 

--------------------------------------  

Join the EHS Listserv and receive short, informational emails on safety and environmental issues twice a month. 

 
To subscribe: 

Send an e-mail message to: 
EHS@UNL.EDU 
 
In the Subject Field: 
SUBSCRIBE EHSINFO  
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New Documents 

 
Safe Operating Procedures (SOPs) 

EHS has posted new SOPs to the web site: 

Construction Sites - Environmental Protection  
Disposal of Chloroform Contaminated Materials  
Safety Audit Guidelines for Chemical Laboratories  
Safety Audit Guidelines for Shops  
Safety Audit Guidelines for Offices, Conference Rooms, and Building Entrances (Hallways)  

EHS has posted revised SOPs to the web site, including: 

Erosion, Sediment, and Dust Control During Land Disturbing Activities  
Sewer Disposal List  
Using Biosafety Cabinets  
Use and Maintenance of a Self Contained Breathing Apparatus (SCBA)  
Use and Maintenance of Air Purifying Full-Face Mask Respirators  

SOPs are available on the EHS web site at: http://ehs.unl.edu/sop/ 
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Summer 2007 Training Schedule 

Spring Training Schedule flyer  
Summer Training Schedule flyer  
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Core Training* 
July 18 9:00 a.m. - Noon  
 
Forklift Training* 
Upon request - please call to schedule 
 
Radiation Safety Basic Training 
June 5 and 12 1:00 - 5:00 p.m. 
July 10 and 171:00 - 5:00 p.m. 
August 7 and 14 1:00 - 5:00 p.m. 
September 4 and 11 1:00 - 5:00 p.m.  

IATA/DOT Training* (Shipment of 
Hazardous Materials/Dangerous Goods) 
July 19 1:00 - 4:00 p.m. 

Supervisor Training* 
August 9 1:00 - 4:00 p.m. 

X-Ray Training 
June 7 2:00 - 5:00 p.m.  
July 12 2:00 - 5:00 p.m. 
August 2 2:00 - 5:00 p.m. 
September 6 2:00 - 5:00 p.m. 

Fire Extinguisher Training 
Upon request - please call to schedule 

  

 
Check out our online training at 
http://ehs.unl.edu/onlinetraining/ 

*Registration is required. To register, call 
EHS at 472-4925 or email. Training site 
location: Environmental Health and Safety, 
3630 East Campus Loop, Ag Warehouse 1, 
Lincoln, NE 68583-0824.



It Happens Here 

Most employees have some tasks or duties assigned to them that require repetition. When repetitive work is combined 
with stressful body postures, an employee may develop repetitive motion disorders. Employees with repetitive motion 
disorders may have sore or swollen wrists, hands, fingers, elbows, shoulders and backs, depending on the type of 
repetitive motion. If left untreated, a repetitive motion disorder may require medical intervention and time away from 
work. 

At UNL, there have been 192 work related injuries or illnesses this fiscal year (June 2006 through February 2007). Of 
those, fourteen (or 7%) were caused by some type of repetitive motion. Of those fourteen repetitive motion disorders, 
eight injuries (58%) happened due to the use of office equipment, namely computer keyboards and/or mice. Three 
injuries (21%) happened to food service workers. One injury each (7%) happened to a custodian, a maintenance 
worker, and a laboratory worker. 

Most, if not all, of those injuries could have been prevented by adjusting the work environment to reduce the physical 
stress the to employees. For example, use of ergonomically designed tools, short breaks taken more frequently, rotation 
of duties, or implementing a stretching program before and during the shift. 

Early intervention is the key to successful treatment. EHS has developed Safe Operating Procedures (SOPs) to assist 
UNL departments in reducing repetitive motion disorders. These SOPs are on the EHS website at: 
http://ehs.unl.edu/sop/#ergonomics 

EHS also provides ergonomics assessment for UNL employees free of charge. Contact Shannon Poppe at 472-0610 or 
spoppe2@unl.edu for more information. 
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Puzzler 

 
Puzzler  

Answers 
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Office Ergonomics Word Find 
 

O W F E D D E C G H C U A N J  
W I E A L C B E I O Y W D O D  
U M O L R B D S M T K N J I X  
G O S O L K A P M W A S E T S  
M H F D G N R T A H T T Z I F  
R I S K R E E R S Z F X S T S  
Y R W A S O D S G U A D L E P  
Z S N S J N T X S A J J Z P O  
B G I W Z O H E A B K D K E S  
N O I T A T S K R O W Y A R T  
N E R G O N O M I C S R D O U  
R O T C A F O G U C S U U K R  
Q Z K L G I B K J W U J R H E  
V W S L V R F T Z M J N O Y R  
Q R A D K X V M J J U I A S K  
 
ADJUSTABLE 
AWKWARD 
COMPRESSION 
ERGONOMICS 
FACTOR 
FORCE 
INJURY 

MSD 
POSTURE 
REPETITION 
RISK 
STATIC 
WELLNESS 
WORKSTATION 
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ANSWERS 
 

O W F E D D E C G H C U A N J  
W I E A L C B E I O Y W D O D  
U M O L R B D S M T K N J I X  
G O S O L K A P M W A S E T S  
M H F D G N R T A H T T Z I F  
R I S K R E E R S Z F X S T S  
Y R W A S O D S G U A D L E P  
Z S N S J N T X S A J J Z P O  
B G I W Z O H E A B K D K E S  
N O I T A T S K R O W Y A R T  
N E R G O N O M I C S R D O U  
R O T C A F O G U C S U U K R  
Q Z K L G I B K J W U J R H E  
V W S L V R F T Z M J N O Y R  
Q R A D K X V M J J U I A S K  
 
ADJUSTABLE 
AWKWARD 
COMPRESSION 
ERGONOMICS 
FACTOR 
FORCE 
INJURY 

MSD 
POSTURE 
REPETITION 
RISK 
STATIC 
WELLNESS 
WORKSTATION 




